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Motivation, Identity and Collaboration in the Scholarly Networks of the 
British Empire, 1830-1930 
Heather Ellis 
 
The British Empire, Scholarly Networks and the ³Spatial Turn´ 
In recent years, under the influence of the so-called ³spatial turn´ in historiography and the 
development of transnational and global history, historians have shown a growing interest in 
conceiving of the British Empire as a space of knowledge production and circulation.1 During 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, developing networks between scholars2 
trained in and based at British universities and those located in the wider empire have been 
identified and shown to have increased significantly in number and complexity. These 
connections assumed a number of different forms from the migration of students and scholars 
to the exchange of publications and correspondence. Indeed, some historians have felt able to 
describe the existence of a ³British Academic world´ during this period, consisting chiefly of 
the British Isles and those parts of the empire mainly settled by white British emigrants 
known as the ³settler colonies´ - Canada, Australia and South Africa.3 
On the one hand, the influence of the ³spatial turn´ and of global history as an 
approach has brought with it many advantages for the study of scholarly activity in the 
British Empire, most significantly perhaps, the acknowledgement of previously unidentified 
                                                          
1
 Heike Jöns, Academic Travel from Cambridge University and the Formation of Centres of Knowledge, 1885-
1954, in: Historical Geography 34 (2008), pp. 338-362; Tamson Pietsch, Wandering Scholars? Academic 
Mobility and the British Academic World, 1850-1940, in: Historical Geography 36 (2010), pp. 377-387; 
Tamson Pietsch, Many Rhodes: Travelling Scholarships and Imperial Citizenship in the British Academic 
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2
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teaching or research capacity or someone who received an academic appointment at a university following the 
conclusion of their undergraduate studies before subsequently pursuing an alternative career, e.g. in colonial 
administration. Many of those who officially left academia nevertheless continued to pursue scholarship during 
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3
 Pietsch, Many Rhodes; Pietsch, Empire of Scholars. 
  
networks, connections and exchanges; however, it has arguably also led to the privileging of 
network tracing and identification over equally important questions of motivation and 
identity formation.  Over the last few decades, historical scholarship has tended to be 
characterised by two divergent developments, broadly represented by the sub-disciplines of 
global history, on the one hand, and the ³new cultural history´ on the other. As Merry 
Wiesner-Hanks explains, global history has been largely concerned with exploring 
³connections within the global human community...the crossing of boundaries and the linking 
of systems in the human past.´ It is, she writes, citing David Northrup, the story of the ³great 
convergence.´ The new cultural history, by contrast, has ³spent much more time on 
divergence, making categories of difference ever more complex´ and highlighting the 
importance of an increasingly varied array of cultural and identity markers including ³race´, 
gender, class, age-group, religion and nationality.4 As a result, global history has tended to 
neglect, or, at least, side-line questions of identity formation and the vital role of networks 
and exchanges in constructing identities and motivations.  
 Insofar as historians have been concerned with the motivations driving the 
participation of scholars in British imperial networks, many have continued to assume that 
scholarly cooperation between individuals and institutions within the empire had the effect 
(and often also the aim) of strengthening imperial ties and promoting an overarching imperial 
loyalty.5 This has been particularly noticeable when referring to the fields of geography,6 
ethnology,7 and anthropology.8 This tendency, in turn, seems closely related to another trend 
                                                          
4
 Merry Wiesner-Hanks, World History and the History of Women, Gender and Sexuality, in: Journal of World 
History 18, pp. 53-54. 
5
 Carl Bridge and Kent Fedorowich (eds.), The British World: Diaspora, Culture, Identity, London 2003; 
Pietsch, Wandering Scholars?; Pietsch, Empire of Scholars. 
6
 Brian Hudson, The New Geography and the New Imperialism, 1870-1918, in: Antipode 9 (1977), pp. 12-19; 
Gerry Kearns, The Imperial Subject: Geography and Travel in the Work of Mary Kingsley and Halford 
Makinder, in: Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 22, pp. 450-472. 
7
 Jon Anderson, Colonial Ethnography in British Afghanistan, in: Writing the Social Text: Essays on the Poetics 
and Politics of Social Science Discourse ed. by Richard Harvey Brown, New York 1992, pp. 91-116; Richard 
Harvey Brown, Cultural Representation and Ideological Domination, in: Social Forces 71, pp. 657-676.  
  
within the historiography of higher education institutions in Britain (and arguably across the 
world), namely to assume a close relationship between the flourishing of universities and the 
growth of the nation state and nationalism.9 If we consider how frequently imperialism is 
treated as closely related to (even as an extension of) nationalist sentiment, it comes as little 
surprise that many historians have assumed that Oxford, Cambridge (and, to a lesser extent, 
also the Scottish and provincial English universities) promoted the idea of empire. The 
universities are likewise often perceived to have been enthusiastic supporters of nationalist 
identities over the course of the nineteenth century.10 As a consequence, relatively few 
historians have questioned the assumption that most university scholars would be in favour of 
empire and would identify both personally and professionally with the imperial project.11 
What I would like to introduce here, by contrast, is a distinction between imperial 
networks and the geographical space of empire, on the one hand, and the meanings and 
identities bound up with them, on the other. Conceiving of the British Empire in purely 
spatial terms (as David Lambert and Alan Lester have done in their 2006 study of imperial 
µFDUHHULQJ¶LQWKHORQJQLQHWHHQWKFHQWXU\12 ought actually to decouple it from any automatic 
association with imperial sentiment, allowing rather for the possibility that many different 
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Colonial Encounter ed., by Talal Assad, London 1973, pp. 71-100; Henrika Kuklick, The Sins of the Fathers: 
British Anthropology and African Colonial Administration, in: Research in Sociology of Knowledge: Sciences 
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 Robert Anderson, European Universities from the Enlightenment to 1914. Oxford 2004, p. 149; Robert 
Anderson, British Universities: Past and Present. London 2006, p. 47. 
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 Important exceptions include Bernard Porter and Richard Symonds. See, in particular, Bernard Porter. Critics 
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Nineteenth Century. Cambridge 2006. 
  
motivations drove those individuals who travelled within its borders and made use of its 
networks. Lambert and Lester highlight ³the complexity, varied scale, constitutions and 
compositions of personal imperial spaces and networks´.13 If this can be said of those who 
were directly connected with British imperial institutions such as the colonial civil service, 
then how much more must it apply to scholars working for universities, connected, only 
indirectly with the imperial project?   
Another advantage of conceptualizing the British Empire primarily in spatial terms, 
and decoupling it from an automatic connection with empire as idea or ideology, is that it 
encourages us to treat it in a comparative light, alongside other spatial frames of reference 
such as the local, the regional, the national, and the global, which also helped to shape the 
experiences and identities of scholars at the time. As Frederick Cooper has written in his 
study, µColonialism in Question¶, ³The spatial imagination of intellectuals...from the early 
nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth century was...varied. It was neither global nor local, 
but was built out of specific lines of connection and posited regional, continental and 
transnational affinities.´14 In other words, the challenge is to ask how important (relative to 
other spatial frames) the empire was to those who traversed its networks, and under what 
specific conditions it emerged as especially relevant. Here, we should heed the call of Robin 
Butlin to pay more attention to ³the dynamics and spatial scales of cultural circuits´ in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.15 As we will see, many scholars were able to travel 
and work within the networks of the British Empire without attaching themselves to the ideal 
of empire or imperial expansion. Indeed, the ³spatial turn´, with its emphasis on competing 
geographical frames of reference demands that we treat the British Empire as but one of a set 
of interlocking and overlapping globe-spanning spaces within and between which individual 
(and groups of) scholars lived, worked and travelled.  
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 Robin Butlin. Geographies of Empire: European Empires and Colonies c. 1880-1960. Cambridge 2009, p. 5. 
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 Frederick Cooper, Colonialism in Question, Berkeley, C.A. 2005, p. 109. 
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 Butlin, Geographies of Empire, p.  41. 
  
Indeed, many academics continued to see themselves as participating in an 
international ³republic of letters´ of which the British Empire was only one part. 
International relationships in university study, declared the educationalist Michael Sadler, in 
his introduction to the 1906 English WUDQVODWLRQRI)ULHGULFK3DXOVHQ¶VZRUNRQWKH*HUPDQ
universities, are closer today than at any previous time since the beginning of the sixteenth 
century.16 Traditionally, the nineteenth century has been seen by historians as the era of 
nationalism and imperialism; however, in recent scholarship, it has been increasingly recast 
as a period of growing globalization.17 This argument gains strength from the fact that many 
commentators at the time remarked on the growing interconnectedness of the various parts of 
the world, particularly in the field of scholarship. As Benedict Stuchtey and Peter Wende 
have argued in their study of British and German historiography between 1750 and 1950: 
   
...[T]he great European res publica litteraria still existed, that international 
community which, in the Middle Ages, had been attached to the church of Christ, and 
which, since the Renaissance and especially during the Enlightenment, had become a 
transnational congregation of men of letters. Out of this tradition, still vigorous in 
[the] nineteenth-century, grew numerous contacts, mutual perceptions, and transfers 
which contributed to the formation of modern university education in the age of 
nationalism.18 
 
Writing in the Contemporary Review in 1886, the German scholar and Professor of 
Comparative Philology at Oxford, Friedrich Max Müller, remarked upon the continuing 
vitality of what he described as a universal republic of letters encompassing not only Europe 
but the entire globe:  
7KHZKROHZRUOGVHHPVZULWLQJUHDGLQJDQGWDONLQJWRJHWKHU1HZWRQ¶V³3ULQFLSLD´
are studied in Chinese, and the more modern works of Herschell [sic] , Lyell, Darwin, 
Tyndall, Huxley [and] Lockyer, have created in the far East the same commotion as in 
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Europe. Even books like my own, which stir up no passions, and can appeal to the 
narrow circle of scholars only, have been sent to me, translated not only into the 
principal languages of Europe, but into Bengali, Mahratti, Guzerathi, Japanese ± 
nay, even into Sanskrit.19 
Indeed, he described eloquently how such an ideal could quite happily co-exist with a hearty 
love of nation and empire. It does not follow, he wrote, 
that because our Imperial patriotism is keen, our hearts are incapable of larger 
sympathies...We want patriotism, just as we want municipal spirit, nay even 
clannishness and family pride. But all these are steps leading higher and higher till 
we can repeat with some of the greatest men the words of Terence, µI count nothing 
strange to me that is human¶20   
Moreover, it is important to remember that the British Empire furnished networks and 
resources accessed by a wide range of scholars from different countries, who worked with 
each other, as well as with the British. While we should certainly recover historical evidence 
for a ³British academic world´, this should not be achieved at the expense of recognising 
vital ties which continued to exist between British (and colonial British) scholars and their 
counterparts based in other (especially European) countries who also made profitable use of 
the spaces and networks of empire.21  With a view to reconstructing a clearer picture of the 
motivations driving scholars who made use of British imperial networks in their work and the 
identities which they fashioned in relation to their participation in these networks, this article 
is divided into three distinct sections: first, an examination of those scholars, for whom an 
identification with imperialism and the ideal of empire was indeed an important factor; 
second, a section exploring alternative reasons for participating in imperial networks and the 
multiple loyalties and attachments which frequently co-existed in individual scholars who 
traversed them; and finally, a section which focuses upon the development of discourses 
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directly hostile to the concept of empire, and the construction of identities based upon 
alternative geographical scales such as regionalism and internationalism. 
 
Motivations Driving Scholarly Networking within the British Empire: The Imperialists 
A variety of motivations drove scholars attached to universities in Britain to travel across the 
empire and engage in a range of collaborative projects with colleagues working in the 
colonies. There is no doubt that a desire to deepen imperial ties and promote imperial unity 
lay behind the actions of some scholars. One well-known example would be Sir Bartle 
Edward Frere, who rose through the ranks of the Indian Civil Service (I.C.S.) to become 
Governor of Bombay in 1862. Alongside his career in the Indian Civil Service, he was active 
in linguistic, geographical and historical scholarship of the peoples of India and held a 
number of academic appointments, most importantly, as Chancellor of the University of 
Bombay also from 1862. In addition, he was elected President of the Royal Asiatic Society 
on three occasions, a fellow of the Royal Society and President of the Royal Geographical 
Society in 1873-4. For Frere, geographical study of the empire was inseparable from a desire 
to promote the imperial project, and, in his own words, to replenish the vital springs of 
national life.22 
In the last decades of the nineteenth century, the University of Oxford as an institution 
showed some evidence of an increasingly imperialist stance. In 1895, the µOxford Magazine¶, 
one of the official publications of the university declared, We are all Imperialists nowadays23 
and published a range of patriotic poetry including a poem written by A.G. Butler, tutor of 
                                                          
22
 Quoted in John Benyon, Frere, Sir (Henry) Bartle Edward, first baronet (1815-1884), in: Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography, Oxford 2004. Retrieved September 23, 2014, from 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/10171 
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 [Anonymous], Oxford Magazine 13 (1895), p. 196. 
  
classics at Oriel College, who numbered the imperialist diamond magnate, Cecil Rhodes, 
among his pupils. His poem began: 
 The little Englander is dead and gone   
 There lives a greater England far away 
 Behind the rising of the Eastern day 
 Beyond the setting of the Western sun24  
 
In 1908, the university hosted a lavish celebration of Empire Day together with the Mayor 
DQG FLW\ FRXQFLO LQ 2[IRUG¶V FDWKHGUDO during which a FKLOGUHQ¶V FKRLU VDQJ DSSURSULDWHO\
patriotic and imperial hymns. A few years later, 6LU+HUEHUW:DUUHQ2[IRUG¶V3URIHVVRURI
Poetry, spent his lectures comparing the merits of Virgil and Tennyson as poets of empire.25 
In the edition of the µOxford Magazine¶ which was published the week in which the Great 
War came to an end, its editor expressed his views about the great importance of the empire 
for his university and how the promotion and extension of the imperial ideal must lie at the 
heart of all that Oxford and her scholars did. Oxford, he declared, is a national and Imperial 
DVVHWDQGKDV,PSHULDOUHVSRQVLELOLWLHV«ZH have received a great heritage which we hold in 
trust for mankind. To spread that inheritance more widely is the task laid upon us.26 It is 
possible, indeed, to find similar language expressed at Oxford right from the beginning of the 
period of the so-called ³new imperialism´, dating back to the late 1860s and early 1870s. As 
part of his Inaugural Lecture as Slade Professor of Fine Art in 1870, John Ruskin spoke 
SDVVLRQDWHO\ DERXW WKH LQVHSDUDEOH QDWXUH RI 2[IRUG¶V HGXFDWLRQDO DQG LPSHULDO PLVVLRQ
linked, in his mind, to the peculiar superiority of the Anglo-Saxon race:  
There is a destiny now possible to us, the highest ever set before a nation to be 
accepted or refused. We are still undegenerate in race; a race mingled of the best 
northern blood. We are not dissolute in temper, but still have the firmness to govern 
and the grace to obey. This is what England must do or perish. She must found 
Colonies as fast and as far as she is able, formed of her most energetic and worthiest 
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 Symonds. Oxford and Empire, p. 16. 
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 Quoted in Ibid., p. 19. 
  
men, seizing every piece she can get her feet on and teaching these Colonists that 
WKHLUFKLHIYLUWXHLVWREHILGHOLW\WRWKHLU&RXQWU\«27  
 
In a number of ways, Oxford scholars heeded this clarion call as they travelled the 
length and breadth of the ePSLUHSURPRWLQJWKHLPSHULDOLGHDODQG%ULWDLQ¶VVSHFLDOPLVVLRQ
to rule. Some did so as colonial Bishops, clergymen and religious missionaries. Long before 
5XVNLQ¶V OHFWXUH'DQLHO:LOVRQZKRKDGEHHQ9LFH-Principal of St Edmund Hall, Oxford, 
was appointed Bishop of Calcutta in 1832 and the first Metropolitan of India. A later example 
would be Thomas Valpy French, a Fellow of University College, who became the first 
Bishop of Lahore in 1877; others traversed the networks of empire with a deliberate view to 
promoting the goal of imperial federation. James Bryce, Regius Professor of Law, from 1870 
to 1893 was also Chair of the Oxford branch of the Imperial Federation League and travelled 
across the empire advocating the federal ideal. In the early 1900s, an influential group of 
Oxford academics, politicians and civil servants founded the informal dining club known as 
the Pollock Committee 7KH FOXE¶V Fhair was the Corpus Professor of Jurisprudence at 
Oxford, Sir Frederick Pollock DQG WKH JURXS¶V chief purpose was to discuss ways of 
improving future imperial cooperation. Among other places, Pollock and members of the 
Committee visited Canada to promote WKHJURXS¶VLGHDVDQGSURSRVDOV28  
Following brief academic appointments as college fellows, other Oxford scholars 
went out to different parts of the empire as colonial administrators, dedicated to pursuing the 
ideal of empire in that capacity. Among the most famous was Hon. George Nathaniel Curzon, 
who, following a career as a Balliol undergraduate and an All Souls Fellow, served as Under 
Secretary for India and ultimately went out to the subcontinent as Viceroy. While still an 
undergraduate, he declared to his friend, Rennell Rodd, There has never been anything so 
JUHDW LQ WKH ZRUOG¶V KLVWRU\ DV WKH %ULWLVK (PSire, so great an instrument for the good of 
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humanity.29 Reflecting many years later on his undergraduate years at Oxford, he wrote that 
he could not understand how anyone educated at Oxford at that time could not be an 
imperialist. Alfred Milner was a similarly grand example of a scholar-administrator and 
dedicated servant of the imperial ideal. After a glittering undergraduate career at Balliol 
College, Oxford, during the course of which he won almost every university prize in 
existence, he obtained an Open Fellowship at New College. Soon after he went into colonial 
administration, travelling to Egypt as the Director General of Accounts in 1889. After this he 
PRYHG RQ WR ,QGLD DV )LQDQFH 0HPEHU RI WKH 9LFHUR\¶V &RXQFLO before taking up the 
powerful position of High Commissioner in South Africa and Governor of Cape Colony. 
:ULWLQJDWWKHHQGRIKLVOLIHLQKHORRNHGIRUZDUGWRDWLPHZKHQ,PSHULDOLVP«VKRXOG
EHFRPHDQDFFHSWHGIDLWKRI WKHZKROHQDWLRQ¶µ,QDQRWKHU twenty years, he continued, it is 
UHDVRQDEOH WR KRSH WKDW«DOO %ULWRQV DOLNH LQ WKH 0RWKHUODQG RU overseas, will be 
Imperialists.30   
 
Multiple Loyalties and Attachments 
However, by no means all scholars shared 0LOQHU¶V view. It is possible to find many 
academics who travelled widely in the British Empire and collaborated with a range of 
colleagues at colonial universities, for whom the empire itself and the furtherance of its 
interests, were not of prime importance. Such individuals have not as yet received the 
attention they deserve from historians. More recently, however, scholars have become more 
sensitive to the multiple motivations driving those actors moving within the sphere of empire. 
In particular, there have been calls for a more nuanced understanding of the figure of the 
explorer who has traditionally been viewed as a ³tool´ of empire. As Felix Driver has argued, 
³the idea of exploration was freighted with multiple and contested meanings, associated 
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 Rennell Rodd. Social and Diplomatic Memories vol. 3, London 1925, p. 393. 
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variously with science, literature, religion, commerce and empire.´31 In his work on the 
imperial fashioning of Vancouver Island, Daniel Clayton has likewise identified a variety of 
motivations driving explorers including humanitarian sentiments and a scientific and 
philosophical agenda.32    When examining the lives and 
trajectories of individual scholars, we must, of course, think in terms of a sliding scale when 
it comes to the relative importance of imperial loyalty and the imperial project vis-à-vis other 
motivations driving them to travel across imperial networks. Chief among these other 
motivations would have been the goals of their particular discipline. For many, we must 
visualize the relationship in terms of a partnership, with the interests both of the individual 
disciplines and of the empire being served. Representative here might be the career of 
Roderick Impey Murchison, a military man by training, but who went on to serve as Director-
General of the Geological Survey from 1855 and President of the Royal Geographical 
Society from 1843 until 1871. Personally, Murchison was an imperialist who wanted to 
deepen imperial ties; however, at the same time, his involvement with the Geological Survey 
saw university-trained geologists sent out to nearly every colony of the empire, which in turn 
produced an unprecedentedly detailed picture of geology in these regions. Indeed, T.G. 
Bonney has written of ³the mutually beneficial bargain...struck by Murchison´ in which 
³science helped take an inventory of, develop, and justify the empire, while the empire 
offered science access to invaluable overseas data´.33 The discipline of geography offers a 
comparable case in the figure of Halford Mackinder. Traditionally, scholars have tended to 
interpret the career of the first reader in Geography at the University of Oxford and father of 
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the ³new geography´ as a classic example of an academic serving the interests of empire.34 
Mackinder, however, denied this late in life, declaring that the interests of geography as a 
science had always been uppermost in his mind. At the very least, we ought to give equal 
weight to his academic interests in assessing his career. ´In truth´, his biographer, Brian 
Blouet has written, ³his political and geographic aims were inseparable; he wanted to create a 
new scientific geography which could be pressed into the service of imperialism.´35  There 
were other scholars such as John Holland Rose, appointed Reader in Modern History at the 
University of Cambridge in 1911, who, while interested in, and enthusiastic about, the 
empire, nevertheless pursued work in a wide range of research areas which frequently caused 
them to work both within and outside the networks of empire. Thus, on the one hand, Rose 
joined together with A. P. Newton and E. A. Benians to edit successive volumes of the 
³Cambridge History of the British Empire´ (1925-36) and founded the ³Rose studentship for 
Imperial History´ in 1932; however, in the main, his research focused on the history of 
continental Europe from 1780 to the present day with a particular interest in the life and 
career of Napoleon. Like many of his contemporaries, Rose had huge respect for the 
achievements of German historians and worked hard to promote friendship and collaboration 
between the scholarly communities in Germany and Britain on the eve of the First World 
War. In addition to winning a high reputation within Britain and the empire, he received 
honorary degrees from extra-imperial universities in America and Poland.36  
Far more numerous though, than these enthusiasts of empire, were those scholars who 
made use of imperial networks in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries with little 
or no concern for the imperial project. A useful early example of such a career is that of the 
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astronomer, Sir John Herschel. Educated at Cambridge and elected to a fellowship at St 
-RKQ¶V&ROOHJHLQ+HUVFKHOHQJDJHGLQDZLGHUDQJHRIFROODERUDWLRQVZLWKVFKRODUVLQ
the empire in order to further his astronomical research. Thus in 1833, he travelled to the 
Cape of Good Hope so he could view stars from the southern heavens, which he had already 
observed in England. In this task, he worked closely with the London-trained doctor, Thomas 
Maclear ZKR KDG EHHQ DSSRLQWHG 'LUHFWRU RI %ULWDLQ¶V 5R\DO 2bservatory at the Cape. 
Maclear was likewise assisted by the Australian-born astronomer, James Dunlop and his 
catalogue of nebulae, which he had observed from Parramatta in New South Wales. During 
his stay at the Cape, between 1833 and 1838, Herschel served as president of the South 
African Literary Association and Scientific Institution and corresponded from there with 
several leading British scientists, in particular, Charles Lyell, professor of Geolog\DW.LQJ¶V
College, London, although there is very little evidence that he held any strong views about 
WKH %ULWLVK (PSLUH RU %ULWDLQ¶V LPSHULDO PLVVLRQ +HUVFKHO¶V UHVHDUFK HQMR\HG ZRUOGZLGH
renown, several of his works being translated into Chinese and Japanese.37 
Many similar cases could be mentioned such as the entomologist, William Sharp 
Macleay, educated at Trinity College, Cambridge. Despite having a Colonial Secretary of 
New South Wales, Australia, for a father, in both his published and private writings, Macleay 
expressed few strong views about the empire. In terms of his academic contacts, he was 
deeply embedded in the world of continental European science, corresponding at length with 
German and French natural philosophers on various topics of physiological entomology. He 
was likewise in regular contact with American entomologists and was elected a 
corresponding member of the Academy of Natural Sciences at Philadelphia. However, at the 
same time, he made extensive use of British imperial networks to pursue his scientific 
researches. One of his most successful studies, µAnnulosa Javanica¶ (which was published in 
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1825) comprised a systematic description of insects collected in Java between 1812 and 1817 
by Thomas Horsfield under the aegis of the East India Company and Sir Stamford Raffles. 
Once again, in 1838, he published illustrations of various insects collected in South Africa 
between 1834 and 1836 during an expedition, under the direction of Andrew Smith, which 
had been funded by the Cape of Good Hope Association for Exploring Central Africa.38  
 Those working within the emerging disciplines of archaeology and anthropology were 
particularly astute at using the networks provided by the British Empire to further the 
interests of their own studies. Take, for example, John Garstang, Honorary Reader in 
Egyptian Archaeology at the University of Liverpool from 1902. Educated at Jesus College, 
Oxford, Garstang made the acquaintance of the Egyptologist, Flinders Petrie and joined his 
excavations at Abydos in Egypt. Although Garstang was to spend several years working in 
Egypt, he did not confine himself to the boundaries of the British Empire, going on to dig in 
areas such as Jerusalem and Palestine. Likewise, his scholarly contacts were by no means 
dominated by members of the so-called British academic world; indeed, he corresponded 
regularly with academics from many different countries, particularly from France, which 
even presented him ZLWKWKH/HJLRQG¶+RQQHXULQ39        
  Such weaving in and out of the space of empire (as dictated by the interests of 
their disciplines) by university scholars in this period was most likely typical of the majority 
of careers. The anthropologist and anatomist, Elliot Smith, who was born in New South 
Wales, Australia and educated at the University of Sydney, made extensive use of imperial 
networks in the course of his career. After coming to England in 1896 on a James King 
travelling scholarship, he continued his research at St John's College, Cambridge under the 
anatomist, Alexander Macalister, publishing some eight papers on cerebral morphology 
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between 1896 and 1897. In 1901, he acted as consultant to the University of California's 
Hearst Egyptological expedition and in 1907 carried out an archaeological survey of Nubia 
together with Sir Gaston Maspero, George Andrew Reisner and Frederic Wood Jones. 
However, later in his career, after being appointed to the chair of Anatomy at University 
College, London, he also became involved with anthropological fieldwork outside the 
emSLUH LQSDUWLFXODU'DYLGVRQ%ODFN¶VSDOHRQWRORJLFDO&KLQHVHUHVHDUFKZKLFK\LHOGHG WKH
famous ³Peking skull´ and other human fossils. His work too gained him fame outside the 
confines of British academia; in 1911, he was awarded the Prix Fauvelle by the 
Anthropological Society of Paris.40 
 The empire was thus one of many spheres in which British scholars were active in this 
period. Moreover, it was not simply British scholars who were drawn to the various parts of 
the empire for purposes of scientific research. Egypt, India, Australia and many other 
locations attracted scholars from all over the world, particularly from other European 
countries, and, in this sense, the British Empire must be conceptualized as an international 
space of research. To take just one example, the German orientalist scholar, Heinrich 
Blochmann, having studied Persian and Arabic under H.L. Fleischer at Leipzig and Friedrich 
Haase at Paris, joined the British army in 1858 with the expressed intention of travelling to 
India to pursue his study of Eastern languages. There he collaborated with the British-born 
Arabic scholar, William Nassau Lees, and through him was appointed Assistant Professor of 
Arabic and Persian at the Calcutta Madrasa in 1861. In 1862, he became pro-Rector of 
Doveton College, Calcutta and went on to carry out archaeological tours in India and British 
Burma.41 
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Nor were scientific societies based in Britain bound by the borders of empire. Thus 
the µRoyal Geographical Society¶ (RGS) awarded medals in the late 1880s not only to British 
and colonial scholars, but also to continental European explorers of Africa including the 
Germans, Georg Schweinfurth and Gustav Nachtigal. University professors, from France, 
Germany and Holland, in particular, gave papers before the Society and its members 
regularly corresponded and exchanged papers with their counterparts abroad.42 In 1877, the 
5*6¶V ([SHGLWLRQV &RPPLWWHH VDLG LW ZDQWHG WR DGYDQFH JHRJUDSKLFDO VFLHQFH to the 
exclusion of any dealings with territorial and commercial undertakings.43 As D.R. Stoddart 
has shown, the final years of the nineteenth century certainly witnessed growing numbers of 
SXUHO\ WKHRUHWLFDO SDSHUV DSSHDULQJ LQ WKH 6RFLHW\¶V MRXUQDOV44 Despite the apparent 
similarities between the discipline of geography and the notion of imperialism, in terms of 
their shared focus on identifying, mapping and controlling territory, the role played by the 
RGS was clearly not that of a straightforward ³tool of empire´. Michael Heffernan was right 
to challenge the long-standing view that ³European geography was European imperialism, 
albeit dressed up in a slightly more academic and scholarly guise.´45 Indeed, despite 
representing the high point of popular imperialism in Britain, the late nineteenth century also 
witnessed a resurgence of support for scientific internationalism among British scholars. 
Although no doubt related to broader technological developments rendering long-distance 
transport and communication much easier by the end of the century, this renewed interest in 
international cooperation also grew out of the mid-century trend of staging great international 
exhibitions of culture, education and science like the famous Great Exhibition of 1851 held in 
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the specially built Crystal Palace in London. Many British scholars took a leading role in 
establishing international organizations and conferences related to their particular disciplines. 
Thus, Sir Archibald Geikie, appointed Professor of Geology at Edinburgh in 1871, was not 
just president of the British Geological Association but was also active in setting up the first 
international geological congresses.46 Likewise, Sir John Keltie, Secretary to the Royal 
Geographical Society, was instrumental in organizing the sixth International Geographical 
Congress held in London in 1895.47 
Even the organization which sounds from its name as though it would be particularly 
national, perhaps imperial, in focus ± the µBritish Association for the Advancement of 
Science¶ (BAAS) ± was becoming considerably more cosmopolitan in the final years of the 
nineteenth century. When the Association met for the first time outside the British Isles - 
namely in Montreal in 1884, it was not national or imperial identity that took centre stage in 
the discussions but rather the priorities of the various scientific disciplines represented there. 
In welcoming the delegates, who, significantly, included prominent European and American 
scholars, the Canadian Prime Minister, John A. Macdonald, addressed his audience in the 
following terms. I really do not know in what capacity I am called upon to address this 
audience, whether as a scientist or as a Canadian or as a member of the government. I 
cannot well say ± I will say, however ± I come here as a scientist.¶48 Likewise, Jean-Louis 
Beaudry, the Mayor of Montreal, stressed in his address that the student of almost every 
branch of science must find something worth learning at the meeting.49 The cosmopolitan 
attitude of the Association is also clear from the fact that it had deliberately scheduled its 
meeting in Montreal so its members could also visit the meeting of the American Association 
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for the Advancement of Science which was being held in Philadelphia a week later.50 A 
similar sense of the international perspective of the BAAS is gained from looking at the 
causes it agreed to fund at the 1884 meeting. Along with the predictable grants to scientific 
projects within the British Isles and Empire, it was agreed to provide funding to investigate 
WKHµYROFDQLFSKHQRPHQDRI9HVXYLXV¶DQGµHDUWKTXDNHSKHQRPHQDRI-DSDQ¶51 
 
Critiques of Imperialism  
While ³cosmopolitan´ societies like the BAAS confined themselves to promoting the gospel 
of scientific internationalism, some of their disciples went on to develop nuanced critiques of 
imperialism while still making extensive use of the networks of empire. One of the earliest 
such critiques was developed at Oxford by the university reformer and Regius Professor of 
Modern History, Goldwin Smith. In a series of anti-imperial letters to the µDaily News¶ in 
1862-3, Smith argued that the British were keeping the Colonies in a perpetual state of 
infancy and preventing the gristle of their frames from being matured into bone. He went so 
far as to recommend decolonisation of Gibraltar and several other British possessions as well 
as the granting of independence to several of the settler colonies including Canada and 
Australia.52  
*ROGZLQ6PLWK¶VFRQFHUQVZHUHVKDUHGE\DODUJHUJURXSRIGRQVEDVHGDW:DGKDP
College, Oxford, and known to posterity as the ³Wadham Positivists´. Indeed, Smith was 
connected to them directly ± via Richard Congreve ± the most prominent of the group who 
had tutored Smith when he was a student. Following the teachings of Auguste Comte, the 
positivists argued that nations, like individuals, ought to subjugate self-love to the general 
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good of society. The logical consequence of this, they argued, was that no nation should 
dominate another. Like Goldwin Smith, Congreve recommended withdrawal from Gibraltar 
and other British territories, most provocatively perhaps ± India. Together with several 
colleagues at Oxford, Congreve wrote a book on µInternational Policy¶, published in 1866, in 
which E.H. Pember, who had been a Student at Christ Church, extended the case Congreve 
had made for Britain giving up India. Pember likewise stressed the need for far greater 
numbers of Indians to be allowed into the Indian Civil Service, advocated that Princes, whose 
states had been annexed by Britain, should have them returned to them and was especially 
condemning in his assessment of Christian missionaries whom he described as for the most 
part rash and ignorant men...with the scantiest knowledge of Hindoo society.53 The most 
vocal of the Wadham Positivists, however, was J.H. Bridges, who went on to become a 
fellow of Oriel College. Referring to British imperial policy in Uganda, in 1893, he 
condemned what he saw as the combination of Christianity and commerce to force Western 
civilisation on negro tribes by Bibles and Maxim guns.54 
The Oxford classics course, known as ³Greats´, which acted as the training ground for so 
many colonial civil servants has been treated by historians as a particularly prominent 
instance of a university curriculum being tailored to an ideal of empire. In particular, 
historians have commented on the way in which the study of Platonic philosophy, introduced 
into the undergraduate course by Benjamin Jowett at Balliol, encouraged undergraduates, and 
particularly, those intended for the Indian Civil Service, to think of themselves as Platonic 
guardians, an elite, chosen on personal merit, to rule over subject peoples.55 Yet, even within 
Oxford Greats, counter discourses developed. J.A. Hobson, for example, who read classics at 
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Lincoln College, attributed his anti-imperial attitudes, feelings which he condemned in the 
SDVVDJH TXRWHG EHORZ DV µPDWHULDOLVWLF DQG QDUURZO\ XWLOLWDULDQ¶ to his classical training at 
Oxford: 
The contributions which Plato and Aristotle made to the permanent possessions of the 
KXPDQPLQGZKDWWRIHHODQGZKDWWRWKLQNDERXWPDQ¶VLQQHUQDWXre and his place in 
the universe and the methods of testing and achieving knowledge, were of immense 
service in liberating me from the easy acceptance of current ideas and feelings in an 
age rightly described as materialistic and narrowly utilitarian.56  
Another leading critic of empire who traced much of his scepticism about the imperial project 
to his ³Greats´ WUDLQLQJZDV*LOEHUW0XUUD\ZKRVWXGLHGDW6W-RKQ¶V&ROOHJH, Oxford before 
going on to become Regius Professor of Greek. In his book on µLiberalism and the Empire¶, 
published in 1900, Murray compared the practices of forced labour in Rhodesia with those 
found in ancient Greece. He repeatedly pointed to the fate of Athens, whose people, he wrote, 
abandoned democracy, became corrupted by love of Empire and ultimately declined and fell 
into desuetude. He warned that Britain too might be overcome by hubris.57 Nor was Murray 
alone in using classics in this way. Even in the Indian Civil Service examinations themselves, 
candidates were expected to use their classical training critically to think about the risks and 
disadvantages of empire as well as the benefits. The examination questions thus reveal a 
persistent interest in the rebellions, which took place in the Roman Empire, especially in the 
grievances that lay behind them. In particular, candidates were asked to assess the justness of 
complaints against Rome and to estimate the level of oppression caused during conquest. In 
1911, for example, they were asked to estimate the degree to which the Pictish chief Calgacus 
was justified in making his famous denouncement of Roman Imperialism: ubi solitudinem 
faciunt pacem appellant.58         
 Similar critiques were also to be found among the colleges making up the newly 
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constituted University of London. A number of leading anti-imperialists found long-term 
positions there in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Thus E.H. Beesley, a 
favourite pupil of Richard Congreve at Wadham, and a leading positivist, served as Professor 
of History at University College, London, from 1860 to 1893. Leonard Trelawny Hobhouse, 
DIRUPHU³*UHDWV´VWXGHQWDW&RUSXV&KULVWL&ROOHJH2[IRUG, lectured at London in 1904 on 
comparative ethics and in 1907 was elected as the first Professor of Sociology at the London 
School of Economics. This was despite the publication in 1904 of his most sustained attack 
on imperialism, a book entitled µDemocracy and Reaction¶. In it, he condemned the notion of 
liberal imperialism as an empty farce. The central principle of Liberalism is self-government, 
he proclaimed. The central principle of Imperialism is the subordination of self-government 
to Empire. The one stands for autonomy and the other for ascendancy.59 It should likewise 
not be forgotten that the London School of Economics owed its foundation in 1895 to Sidney 
and Beatrice Webb, leading lights of the Fabian society and profoundly skeptical in their 
attitude towards the empire. Although they stopped short of outright condemnation, the 
Society put forward a very different concept of empire, which stressed that the ultimate goal 
was the independent self-government of the colonies. Their views are illustrated very clearly 
LQ *HRUJH %HUQDUG 6KDZ¶V SDPSKOHW RI  µFabianism and the Empire¶, in which he 
denounced ³imperialism´ in its popular jingoistic sense as a mere catch-word vaguely 
denoting our insular self-conceit.60   
Similarly important in developing a persuasive anti-imperial critique were a group of 
British academics gathered around the social evolutionist and town planner, Patrick Geddes. 
He had been one of Thomas Henry +X[OH\¶VSXSLOVDW WKH6FKRRORI0LQHV LQ/RQGRQDQG
KDG JRQH RQ WR VWXG\ QDWXUDO VFLHQFHV DW WKH 6RUERQQH XQGHU +X[OH\¶V IULHQG Henri de 
Lacaze-Duthiers. A complex character, holding chairs at the Universities of Dundee and 
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%RPED\*HGGHVQRWRQO\LPELEHG+X[OH\¶VFRVPRSROLWDQLVPKHDOVRSLRQHHUHGWKHFRQFHSW
of regionalism as an alternative to national and imperial identity.61 In 1903, together with his 
friend and fellow sociologist, Victor Branford, Geddes founded the µSociological Society¶ in 
London which was used, in the words of John Scott, as a ³vehicle´ IRU *HGGHV¶ LGHDV LQ
particular, the concept of regionalism.62 Branford, moreover, actively sought to promote 
regionalism internationally, corresponding with such eminent figures as Emile Durkheim, 
Marcel Mauss and Ferdinand Toennies. In 1913, Geddes founded the µInternational Regional 
Survey Association¶ and during the First World War preached the importance of regionalism 
as an antidote to conflict through both his academic writings and peripatetic public 
exhibitions which he displayed in Britain, Belgium and India. War, he argued, had been the 
outcome of the machinations of national and imperial governments based in capital cities; 
regional centres, on the other hand, were dedicated to the peaceful exchange of goods and 
ideas. Together with Branford, he published a series of volumes under the title, µThe Making 
of the Future¶, which set out his vision for a future society based on regional identity.63 
  Indeed, it is noteworthy how many of those scholars who developed critiques of 
imperialism were working in disciplines directly related to the growth of the empire and with 
most experience of travelling within its boundaries. Such, for example, was Andrew 
Davidson, a former superintending surgeon in Mauritius, who was appointed as the first 
Lecturer in Tropical Diseases at the University of Edinburgh. In his µGeographical 
Pathology¶ SXEOLVKHG LQ 1892, he warned against further imperial expansion primarily on 
health grounds. Much of India, he concluded, had a pathology inimical to Europeans and 
continued emigration of Britons to this and other parts of the empire would only further the 
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physical degeneration of the race.64 Henry Martyn Clark, a medical doctor, trained at 
(GLQEXUJK DQG ZRUNLQJ LQ $PULWVDU ODXQFKHG D VLPLODU FULWLTXH RI %ULWDLQ¶V ZHVWHUQL]LQJ
policy in India on the grounds of its dangerous side effects for public health. In a paper 
presented to the Royal Scottish Geographical Society in 1893, he condemned, in particular, 
what he described as this: 
mania for widening and improving streets, for introducing costly schemes of drainage 
and water-supply and for approximating Indian towns to the Western ideal...In the 
East everything Eastern is not of necessity bad, nor is a thing that is good in the West 
always suitable in the East...to supplant old habits by others, acquired under totally 
different conditions of life ± natural[,]  social, climatic ± is not for the benefit of the 
people. By removing protecting walls and deflecting angles, we do but lay the city 
more open to the enemy.65 
  
7KH 6RFLHW\ ZKLFK ZDV EDVHG LQ (GLQEXUJK DQG HQMR\HG FORVH OLQNV ZLWK WKH XQLYHUVLW\¶V
medical community provided a forum for many a critical discussion of empire in the period 
following its foundation in 1884.66 In a lecture given to the Society in 1897, G.W. Prothero, 
Professor of Modern History at Edinburgh, gave a gloomy forecast for the future of the 
empire, whose greatest problem, he argued, was an inability to function effectively across 
such a great expanse of territory.67 Another speaker, the Edinburgh trained medic and 
Lecturer in Tropical Diseases and Climatology, Robert W. Felkin, made the provocative 
suggestion that the British should take a much greater account of native customs in its 
government of India. This was particularly so in the case of health policy, he argued, where 
national self-conceit should play no role. (YHU\ PHGLFDO PDQ RZHG D GXW\ WR VFLHQFH¶, he 
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GHFODUHGµWRREVHUYHZLWKFULWLFDOEXWDWWKHVDPHWLPHZLWKQRXQIULHQGO\RUVDUFDVWLFH\H
the acquired skill and empirical remedies used by uncivilized races.68 
 
Conclusion 
This article has not sought to contest the fact that British scholars and British universities 
became closely entangled with the language and ideology of empire and imperialism in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This is indisputably true. What it has attempted to 
reconsider, however, is the effect of this entanglement on the attitudes and identities of the 
scholars themselves. It should not simply be assumed that a closer involvement in the 
networks of empire necessarily led to an identification with its aims. It was suggested at the 
beginning that an important reason for the popularity of this assumption is the tendency in 
recent years for global history and cultural history to diverge quite substantially from each 
other as approaches to understanding the past. Global history, with its reliance upon macro-
scale studies and network theory as a key analytical tool, has been arguably less concerned 
with questions of individual identity and motivation, which provide the focus for much of the 
work of cultural historians. Similarly, the cultural historical approach has been relatively slow 
to engage substantively with key questions and concepts developed by global historians, 
network analysis providing a good example of this.  
It has, therefore, been an important aim of this article to investigate, through the case 
study of scholars networking within the British Empire, the relationship between the act of 
traversing networks, on the one hand, and the self-fashioning of those who traverse them, on 
the other. While studies adopting a global history approach have tended to assume a fairly 
straightforward relationship between network participation and identity-construction (in this 
case ± engagement with British imperial networks must translate into identification with 
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empire and its aims), the research presented in this article makes clear that there was in fact a 
wide variety of responses among the British scholarly community. Certainly, there were 
many individuals who identified strongly with the imperial project and sought to further its 
aims through their own work. However, at the same time, there were many others who made 
regular use of the networks of empire while following aims little if at all connected with 
imperialism or imperial identity. Rather, their movements and collaborations were dictated 
primarily by what they perceived as the particular interests of their discipline or field of 
research. Such motives frequently caused them to operate within the boundaries of the 
empire, but equally led them to participate in extra-imperial networks if the need arose. More 
than this, frequent experience of imperial networks and collaboration within the space of 
empire did not preclude the development of discourses critical of the imperial project; as we 
have seen, in a number of cases, for groups of scholars and individual researchers, familiarity 
with the empire, its structures and inhabitants, appears to have bred contempt rather than 
loyalty. Some, indeed, openly rejected empire, preferring instead to construct both personal 
and professional identities linked to collaborative relationships and networks operating at 
alternative geographical scales, above all, the international and the regional.  
 
 
 
